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California Department of Education 


Report to the Governor, Legislature, and the Legislative Analyst’s Office: 

Assembly Concurrent Resolution 16: Nutrition: Vegetarian School Lunches 


Executive Summary
 

The California Department of Education and the California Department of Public Health 
are submitting this report in response to the 2003 Assembly Concurrent Resolution 
(ACR) 16: Nutrition: Vegetarian School Lunches sponsored by Assemblyman Joe 
Nation. It presents a summary of the current efforts and progress being made to offer 
vegetarian and cultural school lunches to students in public schools. 

This report provides information on the health status of schoolchildren, student dietary 
habits, vegetarian diets, and statewide efforts to support vegetarian/vegan meal service 
and nutrition education in schools. It highlights school districts that offer 
vegetarian/vegan meals, outlines potential regulatory changes and factors that affect or 
may affect implementation of ACR 16, and provides recommendations for additional 
work. The report also includes information on activities that are building a foundation to 
further achieve ACR 16 goals and improve student meals and overall student health. 

If you have any questions regarding this report, please contact Deborah Tamannaie, 
Nutrition Education Consultant, Nutrition Services Division, by phone at 916-323-2473 
or by e-mail at dtamanna@cde.ca.gov, or Carol Chase, Nutrition Education 
Administrator, Nutrition Services Division, by phone at 916-322-1566 or by e-mail at 
cchase@cde.ca.gov. 

You may find this report on the California Department of Education ACR 16 Web page 
at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/lr/legreportacr16.asp. If you need a copy of this report, 
please contact Mary Smith, Office Technician, Nutrition Services Division, by phone at 
916-445-9127 or by e-mail at marsmith@cde.ca.gov. 

mailto:dtamanna@cde.ca.gov
mailto:cchase@cde.ca.gov
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/lr/legreportacr16.asp
mailto:marsmith@cde.ca.gov
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California Department of Education 
 

Report to the Governor, Legislature, and the Legislative Analyst’s Office: 
Assembly Concurrent Resolution 16: Nutrition: Vegetarian School Lunches  

 
 
I. Resolution Background 
 
The California Department of Education (CDE) and the California Department of 
Public Health (CDPH) (formerly the Department of Health Services) are submitting 
this report in response to Assembly Concurrent Resolution (ACR) 16: Nutrition: 
Vegetarian School Lunches. Former Assemblyman Joe Nation introduced the 
resolution, which the Legislature approved in June 2003. The American Cancer 
Society, California State Parent Teachers Association, California School Boards 
Association, California Association of Student Councils, and Animal Legislative 
Action Network are among the organizations that endorsed the resolution. 
 
ACR 16 urges the CDE and CDPH to: 
 
 	 Develop school lunch menu plans that include a daily vegan lunch option that 

is nutritionally balanced. 
 
 	 Develop vegan school lunch entrees with a similar standard for variety and 

menu cycle as meat and dairy options.  
 
 	 Encourage school districts to voluntarily implement the daily menu plans over 

approximately a four-year period. 
 
 	 Include information about multicultural eating patterns, including 


vegetarian/vegan eating patterns, in nutrition education materials and 

instruction. 


 
 	 Report to the Legislature on efforts to offer optional vegetarian/vegan school 

lunches. 
 
This report provides information on the health status of schoolchildren, student 
dietary habits, vegetarian diets, and statewide efforts to support vegetarian/vegan 
meal service and nutrition education in schools. It highlights school districts that offer 
vegetarian/vegan meals, outlines potential regulatory changes and factors that affect 
or may affect implementation of ACR 16, and provides recommendations for 
additional work. The report also includes information on activities that are building a 
foundation to further achieve resolution goals and improve student meals and overall 
student health. 
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II. Resolution Rationale 

California and the nation face a continuing obesity epidemic that threatens the life 
expectancy gains of past decades and portends greater increases in health care costs. 
Today’s children are the first generation whose life expectancy may be less than that of 
their parents. California State Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Torlakson states 
that “nothing is more important than the health of our children,”1 yet an alarming number 
of students in California are overweight, unfit, or both. More than 30 percent of low-
income California children and teens are overweight or obese.2 Newly released 
FITNESSGRAM® results for California indicate that only 28.7 percent of fifth graders, 
34.6 percent of seventh graders, and 38.5 percent of ninth graders are in the Healthy 
Fitness Zones® for all six fitness areas.3 This childhood obesity epidemic is creating a 
generation that is experiencing adult chronic diseases, including heart disease, type 2 
diabetes, and other chronic diet-related diseases, at an early age.  

Many eating behaviors observed in children show a serious departure from the 
recommendations of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans and MyPlate. On average, 
children and adolescents tend to consume too much saturated fat and sodium and not 
enough fruits, vegetables, and calcium. Furthermore, 41 percent of children (ages two 
through eleven years) and 62 percent of adolescents (ages twelve through seventeen 
years) in California drink at least one soda or other sugar-sweetened beverage every 
day. 

Vegetarians tend to have a healthier weight and lower risk for heart disease, type 2 
diabetes, cancer, and other diseases. Vegetarian diets may include lower intakes of 
saturated fat and cholesterol and higher intakes of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, 
legumes, fiber, and phytochemicals, which may protect humans from cancers and other 
diseases. 

Individuals choose to follow a vegetarian diet for a variety of reasons, including 
health benefits, religious or cultural preference, economic factors, and personal 
beliefs. The American Dietetic Association underscores the importance of a well-
planned vegetarian diet and states that with guidance in meal planning, vegetarian 

1 California Department of Education, “State Schools Chief Tom Torlakson Releases 2010 Physical 
Fitness Results, Announces Co-Chairs of Team California for Healthy Kids.” News release, March 24, 
2011. 

2 California Department of Health Care Services. Pediatric Nutrition Surveillance System, Summary of 
Health Indicators, 2008. http://www.dhcs.ca.gov/services/chdp/Documents/PedNSS/2008/2C.pdf (Outside 
Source). 

3 California Department of Education, “State Schools Chief Tom Torlakson Releases 2010 Physical 
Fitness Results, Announces Co-Chairs of Team California for Healthy Kids.” News release, March 24, 
2011. 

http://www.dhcs.ca.gov/services/chdp/Documents/PedNSS/2008/2C.pdf
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diets can be appropriate and healthful choices for children and adolescents.4  
 
 
III. Vegetarian Diets 
 
Americans follow multiple types of vegetarian diets. Vegetarians may describe 
themselves using one of the following definitions: 
 
 	 Lacto-ovo-vegetarians are the most common type of vegetarian. They eat eggs 

and dairy products but no meat, poultry, or fish. 
 
 	 Lacto-vegetarians eat dairy products but avoid meat, poultry, fish, eggs, and egg 

derivatives such as egg whites or albumin. 
 
 	 Vegans or “strict” vegetarians eat no animal products—no meat, poultry, fish, 

eggs, milk, cheese, or other dairy products. Vegans frequently avoid foods that 
include animal products as ingredients, foods flavored with meat extracts, baked 
items made with eggs or butter, and foods prepared with gelatin made with 
animal bones or casein (from milk). Some vegans avoid foods that involve animal 
processing such as honey, sugar, and vinegar. 

 
 	 Semi-vegetarians follow a vegetarian eating plan but occasionally eat meat, 

poultry, or fish. 
 
A nationwide survey of adults conducted by Harris Interactive Service Bureau in 2008 
for Vegetarian Times found that 3.2 percent of adults, or 7.3 million people, follow a 
vegetarian diet and another 10 percent of adults follow a “vegetarian-inclined” diet. 
These adults tended to be younger (42 percent were thirty-four years of age or younger) 
and the majority have been vegetarian for over 10 years.5 In 2010, according to a 
nationwide poll, 3 percent of eight- to eighteen-year-old children and adolescents were 
vegetarian; close to 1 percent were vegan.6 This suggests that vegetarianism is often 
established in adolescence or earlier. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data 
from the 2007 National Health Interview Survey indicate that a slightly lower percentage 
of adults follow vegetarian diets (1.5 percent) and that 0.5 percent of children under 
eighteen follow vegetarian diets. Other national dietary surveys, such as the Behavioral 
Risk Factors Surveillance System and National Health and Nutrition Examination 

4 “Position of the American Dietetic Association: Vegetarian Diets.” Journal of the American Dietetic 
Association. 2009; 109: 1266–1282. 
 
5 “Vegetarianism in America.” Vegetarian Times, accessed on June 14, 2011. 
http://www.vegetariantimes.com/features/archive_of_editorial/667 (Outside Source). 
 
6 Stahler C. “How Many Youth Are Vegetarian?” The Vegetarian Resource Group Web site, accessed     
June 14, 2011. http://www.vrg.org/press/youth_poll_2010.php (Outside Source).  

 

http://www.vegetariantimes.com/features/archive_of_editorial/667
http://www.vrg.org/press/youth_poll_2010.php
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Survey, do not specifically collect information regarding vegetarian eating practices or 
the data are not readily available.  
 
The CDPH’s Network for a Healthy California (Network) administers the California Teen 
Eating, Exercise and Nutrition Survey biennially to teens twelve to seventeen years to 
collect comprehensive information on diet, physical activity, weight, and other key health 
information. From 1998 to 2002, the survey asked teenagers if they were vegetarians 
(self-identified). This information allowed the CDPH to estimate how many teens followed 
a vegetarian diet and how vegetarianism is related to demographic variables and other 
information collected. From 1998 to 2002, self-defined vegetarians comprised between 4 
and 5 percent of the teens responding to the survey. Girls were significantly more likely to 
be a vegetarian than boys, and it appeared that vegetarians were less likely to be 
overweight than non-vegetarians. Based upon 2002–03 school year enrollments,7 one 
could estimate that approximately 112,000 California public school students in grades 
seven through twelve were vegetarians—4 percent of the 2.8 million students enrolled in 
those grades. The Network no longer collects data on vegetarianism. The Network does 
collect data for California children ages nine to eleven years using the California 
Children’s Healthy Eating and Exercise Practices Survey, but data on vegetarian dietary 
practices are not collected.8  
 
 
IV. Efforts to Support and Provide Vegetarian School Meals  
 
 
A. School Lunch Trends 
 
Schools are increasingly offering vegetarian meal options based on national data from 
the School Nutrition Association (SNA) and Physicians Committee for Responsible 
Medicine (PCRM) School Lunch Report Card. There is no data specific to California. 
 
The PCRM evaluated surveys completed by school nutrition directors from 20 school 
districts from all regions of the United States; many were among the 100 largest 
districts. According to the 2008 PCRM School Lunch Report Card, 75 percent of 
schools served at least one vegetarian option daily, and 65 percent served a vegan 
entrée.9 Based on biennial surveys of 1,200 school nutrition directors nationally, the 

7  California Department of Education, DataQuest, retrieved July 20, 2009. 
http://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/.  
 
8 California Department of Public Health. California Teen Eating, Exercise and Nutrition Survey,  1998– 
2002, unpublished data. 
 
9 Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine. School Lunch Report Card 2008, Autumn 2008. 
Accessed on July 6, 2011. http://www.healthyschoollunches.org/reports/report2008_intro.cfm (Outside 
Source). 

 

http://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/
http://www.healthyschoollunches.org/reports/report2008_intro.cfm
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SNA found that 22.3 percent of schools offered vegetarian meals in 2003; the number 
increased to 63.9 percent in 2009. The SNA also found that vegetarian meal options are 
most common in high schools and least common in elementary schools. A significant 
barrier to implementing vegetarian meals is cost.10 

 
Nationally, the availability of vegetarian school lunches in a majority of districts is 
consistent with the overall trend in past years towards more nutritious school lunches 
emphasizing whole grains, fruits and vegetables, and low-fat dairy. Vegetarian school 
lunches include entrée salads and veggie pizza with whole grain crust, as well as beans 
and rice, chef salads with yogurt and sunflower seeds, cheese-stuffed shells, vegetable 
hoagies (with two cheeses, red and green pepper strips, cucumber, lettuce, and 
tomato), and lentil sauce with pasta. 
 
Dietitians also found that all 22 of the school districts surveyed now offer an alternative 
to dairy milk. In 2006, 67 percent of districts offered nondairy alternatives for free or for 
purchase; 73 percent did so in 2007. Of the schools offering an alternative (water, juice, 
or soy milk), 45 percent serve beverages to students at no additional charge, and 55 
percent make nondairy drinks available à la carte.  
 
Sixty-five percent of school nutrition departments now offer nutrition education, and 75 
percent of districts offer additional inventive nutrition programs. Both trends could play 
an important role in improving children’s health.11  
 
 
B. National Efforts 
 
The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 reauthorized all child nutrition programs, 
including the National School Lunch Program (NSLP). This federal legislation 
includes significant improvements that will help provide children with healthier and 
more nutritious food options, educate them about making healthy food choices, and 
teach them healthy habits that can last a lifetime. The U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) has urged California to make increasing participation in the meal 
program its number one priority. To increase participation, the meals must be 
appealing to the students and address their preferences, whether cultural, 
vegetarian, or otherwise. As more students request vegetarian meals, more school 
districts will respond by offering vegetarian meal options. 
 

10 “Majority of School Nutrition Programs  Now Offer Vegetarian School Lunches.” School Nutrition 
Association, June 19, 2009. Accessed July 19, 2011.  
http://www.schoolnutrition.org/Blog.aspx?id=12656&blogid=564 (Outside Source).  
 
11 Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine. School Lunch Report Card 2008, Autumn 2008. 
Accessed on July 6, 2011. http://www.healthyschoollunches.org/reports/report2008_intro.cfm (Outside 
Source). 

http://www.schoolnutrition.org/Blog.aspx?id=12656&blogid=564
http://www.healthyschoollunches.org/reports/report2008_intro.cfm
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The HealthierUS School Challenge (HUSSC) was established by the USDA’s Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS) to recognize elementary, middle, and high schools that are 
creating healthier school environments through their promotion of nutritious foods and 
beverages, physical education, physical activity, and nutrition education. Participation is 
voluntary, and the USDA provides four levels of award for superior performance: 
Bronze, Silver, Gold, and Gold Award of Distinction. Detailed information is available on 
the USDA HealthierUS School Challenge Web page at 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/healthierus/index.html (Outside Source). 
 
To qualify for an award, a school must submit a formal application and meet or exceed 
basic criteria set forth by the FNS. The HUSSC criteria reflect the recommendations of 
the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans for foods served in schools and outside of 
the organized school lunch meals. HUSSC schools must also have a local school 
wellness policy as mandated by Congress. 
 
Specifically, schools need to serve reimbursable meals that reflect good menu planning 
principles, such as serving a variety of healthier foods that look good, taste good, and 
appeal to the cultural sensitivities of the school and community populations.  
 
The USDA requires that HUSSC awardees plan meals that emphasize fruits and 
vegetables (specifically dark green and orange vegetables as well as dried beans and 
peas), whole grains, and fat-free or low-fat milk and milk products; include lean meats, 
poultry, fish, beans, eggs, and nuts; and are low in saturated fats, trans fats, cholesterol, 
salt (sodium), and added sugars. While there is no requirement to offer vegetarian 
entrees, the HUSSC does promote having healthy options (which may include meat 
alternatives such as beans) to meet the needs of the school and its community.  
 
Schools that work toward achieving the HUSSC menu criteria now have the added 
benefit of aligning their meal programs with the expected changes in the NSLP as a 
result of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010. 
 
USDA Foods, formerly known as commodity foods, assist school nutrition departments 
in keeping costs reasonable and offer foods that can be part of a healthy vegetarian 
school meal. They include a variety of fresh, frozen, canned, and dried fruits and 
vegetables, dried beans and peas, nuts, seeds, eggs, and whole grains. More 
information is available on the USDA Food Facts Web page at 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fdd/commodityfoodfacts.htm (Outside Source). 
 
Newly allowable food items are opening the door for more vegetarian meals. Over the 
last few years, several vegetarian foods have become allowable foods for a 
reimbursable school meal. These include yogurt (counts as a meat/meat alternate) and 
soy milk that meets the USDA specifications. 
 
 
 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/healthierus/index.html
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fdd/commodityfoodfacts.htm
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C. California Efforts 
 
 
School Nutrition Program Sponsor Training and Technical Assistance  
 
The CDE provides training and technical assistance statewide to school nutrition 
personnel on program administration, school nutrition management, and nutrition 
education, using multiple delivery methods including classroom and online instruction. 
Information on planning multicultural and vegetarian meals is included in two courses 
that are currently offered: Child Nutrition Program Administration and Healthy Cuisine 
for Kids. Other courses, such as Menu Design, are under revision and will feature these 
topics once completed. More information about current training options is available on 
the CDE Food Service Education and Training Web page at 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/ed/. 
 
Child Nutrition Program Administration is an annual college-level course providing 
critical training for newer school nutrition program directors. It includes instruction on 
key school nutrition program requirements, school nutrition management, and nutrition 
principles. Instructors introduce school nutrition and nutrition education resources, 
including recipes and classroom training materials. The basic principles of menu 
planning, including the importance of providing meals that are culturally appropriate, is 
part of the curriculum. Students learn about accommodating students with medical and 
dietary restrictions or requests. Participants bring their sample menus to share and 
review. The 2011 course featured best practice activities from school districts statewide, 
including those providing creative vegetarian/vegan lunches. 
 
Healthy Cuisine for Kids is a three-day (24-hour) course developed by the National 
Food Service Management Institute that the CDE offers through the California 
Professional Nutrition Education and Training (Cal-Pro-NET) Center at Glendale 
Community College. The course is team taught by a school nutrition director, a chef, 
and a registered dietitian. The target audience is staff responsible for menu planning 
and food preparation at school districts. This innovative course features classroom 
lectures, food demonstrations, and hands-on training that includes meal preparation.  
 
Course participants prepare new healthy recipes, including vegetarian lunch entrees 
such as Spanish quiche, bean burritos, macaroni and cheese made with reduced-fat 
cheese, vegetarian chili, and vegetable pasta medley. Participant feedback from these 
recipes was so positive that there are plans to incorporate more vegetarian recipes in 
the revised Healthy Cuisine for Kids course, scheduled for delivery in various regions 
throughout the state in fall 2012. Livermore Unified School District, a participant of the 
course, offers a daily vegetarian option at their middle and high schools, as does Irvine 
Unified School District, which also offers a daily vegetarian entrée at their elementary 
schools. 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/ed/
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The Administrative Review and Training Grant provides federal funds to the CDE to 
develop and offer a one-day menu planning class in 2012, titled Current Requirements 
for National School Lunch Program Food-Based Menu Planning. The class will include 
a discussion of meat and meat alternates and will be team taught by a school nutrition 
director and a child nutrition consultant. At-risk school districts will be the target 
audience and are subject to certain criteria, including those new to school nutrition 
programs, districts with a new food service director, and districts with review findings in 
the area of menu patterns. The CDE plans to use its USDA State Administrative 
Expenditure funds to expand the number of course offerings in both classroom and 
webinar settings to all school districts. 
 
The CDE will release a Management Bulletin on ACR 16 in the 2012 school year, 
targeting all school districts, county offices of education, after school programs, and 
other relevant partners. It will identify resources, including classes, webinars, Web sites, 
and technical assistance opportunities for providing vegetarian/vegan and cultural 
school meals. 
 
 
Nutrition Education  
 
Nutrition education is a critical element of a healthy school environment. Students must 
learn key concepts and develop skills to make healthy choices, including whether to 
choose a vegetarian or vegan lifestyle. Some school districts have successfully 
implemented nutrition education programs through a comprehensive coordinated school 
health model or by integrating nutrition or health education into core curricula subjects 
such as math, science, and language arts. Many districts can do neither due to fiscal 
constraints. 
 
Shaping Health As Partners in Education (SHAPE) California is an initiative that 
supports the coordinated school health model. Currently, there are over 225 districts 
working together to improve the health and academic success of California 
schoolchildren. The SHAPE California approach includes offering healthy meals in 
school nutrition programs, promoting comprehensive nutrition education, applying 
school nutrition policy and practices, and building and maintaining partnerships within 
the school and neighboring community that support comprehensive nutrition services. 
The CDPH requires schools to participate in SHAPE as one criterion to receive a 
Network Local Incentive Award. Additional information about the SHAPE initiative is on 
the CDE SHAPE California Web page at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/shape.asp. 
 
The CDE conducts annual workshops for SHAPE members that address themes in 
nutrition education and healthy school environments. During the 2010 and 2011 school 
years, SHAPE meetings discussed strategies to increase fruit and vegetable 
consumption by students. In the 2012 school year, SHAPE meetings will focus on using  
the new California Nutrition Education Resource Guide to choose and provide an 
effective nutrition education program in schools and after school programs. Cultural and 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/shape.asp
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vegetarian themes will be woven into the workshops as one way to address students’ 
nutrition skill development and subsequent food choices. 

The CDE has developed a number of nutrition education resources that support the 
intent of ACR 16. For a comprehensive list, please visit the CDE Healthy Eating and 
Nutrition Education Web page at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/. The Nutrition 
Competencies for California’s Children (NCCC) support and guide nutrition education at 
school districts, and align with the 2008 Health Education Content Standards for 
California Public Schools (HECS). These HECS represent a consensus of the essential 
health knowledge and skills that students should have at specific grade levels, from 
kindergarten through twelfth grade, in California's public schools. The HECS consists of 
six content areas, including nutrition and physical activity.  

The NCCC further define student knowledge and skills that are needed for students to 
make healthy food and lifestyle choices, such as adopting a vegetarian diet, at each 
grade level. The NCCC include the standards identified in the “Nutrition and Physical 
Activity” content area of the HECS plus other benchmarks of learning, adding specificity 
to the HECS in the area of nutrition. For example, under the HECS “Essential Health 
Concepts" for grades five and six, the NCCC add "describe examples of how different 
cultures may meet dietary guidelines using a variety of foods." Under the HECS 
“Analyzing Nutrition Influences” for grades seven and eight, the NCCC add “illustrate 
how food choices from different cultures meet nutrient needs.” Vegetarian diets are a 
part of many cultural eating habits as well as being a personal choice. The intention of 
these examples is to provide students with the opportunity to learn and respect diverse 
ways of eating and to recognize that many eating patterns can meet nutritional 
guidelines. 

The recently completed Nutrition Education Resource Guide, developed by the CDE in 
collaboration with the CDPH, includes the 2010 Nutrition Competencies, curriculum 
connections to the Nutrition Competencies, and descriptions of recommended nutrition 
education curricula and instructional resources that support the Nutrition Competencies. 
Teachers can use the guide in a variety of ways, including multicultural and alternative 
eating patterns. The CDE will post the guide on the Web in late 2011 and distribute hard 
copies at various CDE trainings on nutrition education beginning in October 2011.  

The CDE has developed two classroom cooking guides, Kids Cook Farm-Fresh Food 
and A World of Good Tastes! Both include non-meat, cultural dishes for students to 
prepare in the classroom or after school setting. Children who prepare food are more 
likely to eat it. 

School nutrition programs serve as a learning laboratory each day to teach 
schoolchildren about local-level nutrition needs and preferences such as ethnically and 
culturally diverse foods or vegetarian/vegan diets. Students have an opportunity to try 
new foods included on the menu or introduced during a student taste test. School 
menus are vehicles for nutrition education for students and their families. School district 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/
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Web sites now promote student health and nutrition education. These Web sites include 
school wellness policies, parent newsletters, and nutrition education activities for the 
school community, families, or local organizations. 

The California Healthy Kids Resource Center and the California After School Resource 
Center support quality after school and health education programming via 
comprehensive Web sites and a statewide circulating library of reviewed materials, 
online trainings, and technical assistance. An expansive collection of reviewed and 
research-based health, nutrition, physical activity, and food service education materials 
are available for free to loan to teachers, administrators, child nutrition staff, 
parents, and community personnel who work with students in preschool through twelfth 
grade in school day and after school programs. Accessible online resources, trainings, 
and circulating materials address vegetarianism, cooking in the classroom, using the 
Dietary Guidelines and nutrition facts labels to make healthy choices, and many other 
health and nutrition topics. The centers are funded by the CDE (After School Programs 
Office, Nutrition Services Division, Coordinated School Health and Safety Office) and 
the CDPH Network. 

For more information, please visit the California Healthy Kids Resource Center Web site 
at http://www.californiahealthykids.org (Outside Source) and the California After School 
Resource Center Web site at http://www.californiaafterschool.org (Outside Source). 

The CDPH, through the Network for a Healthy California, works to increase the 
consumption of fruits and vegetables at low-income schools, which indirectly supports 
the acceptance of vegetarian diets. The Network’s Harvest of the Month encourages 
collaboration between the classroom and the cafeteria, particularly though the 
“Cafeteria Connections” section in the Harvest of the Month Educator Newsletters. This 
feature offers strategies to utilize the cafeteria as a learning laboratory and encourages 
teachers to work with child nutrition staff. The newsletter also contains a “Student 
Champions” section, which suggests ways students can educate others about featured 
produce and become proactive in involving the school community to provide more fruits 
and vegetables. At times, this includes cafeteria involvement. Harvest of the Month 
naturally ties into Farm to School programs by encouraging schools to work with their 
local farmers to obtain produce for taste testing activities and field trips to the farm. The 
Network’s Children’s Power Play! Campaign has a cafeteria/food service intervention 
that focuses on orienting food service directors on fruit and vegetable resources (such 
as the USDA’s Fruits and Veggies Galore and the CDE’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable 
Program) as well as marketing and promotion to create healthy school environments 
where the social norm is to select fruits and vegetables. The Network actively promotes 
the national initiative, Let’s Move Salad Bars to School, encouraging eligible schools to 
receive a free salad bar. Finally, the CDPH’s California Food Guide contains 
background information for professionals on ethnic dietary issues and vegetarian diets. 
The guide can be accessed on the Department of Health Care Services California Food 
Guide Web page at 

http://www.californiahealthykids.org/
http://www.californiaafterschool.org/
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http://www.dhcs.ca.gov/formsandpubs/publications/Pages/CaliforniaFoodGuide.aspx  
(Outside Source). 
 
 
D. Local Implementation of Vegetarian and Cultural School Meals 
 
Since the adoption of ACR 16, many school districts have integrated vegetarian and 
cultural offerings into the school meals. Generally, adding these options is in response 
to requests from the families, occurring most frequently in districts where there is a high 
level of cultural diversity. In California, this is often in coastal, urban communities. Below 
is a summary of five districts that offer vegetarian and cultural meals on a regular basis. 
Sample menus are located in Attachment 2. 
 
 
Promising Practices 

Sample School Districts Offering Vegetarian Meals 

School District 
(2010–11) 

Free/Reduced 
% (rounded) 

Enrollment 
(# students) 

Ethnicity % (rounded) 

A AA AI L 
PI/ 
F 

W O 

Elk Grove USD 
51 62,455 21 16 <1 25 7 24 6 

Oakland USD 
70 46,586 13 32 2 40 2 8 5 

San Diego USD 
65 131,785 8 11 <1 46 6 24 4 

Yuba City USD 
59 13,200 16 2 <1 39 1 35 6 

A: Asian PI/F: Pacific Islander/Filipino 

AA: African American W: White 

AI: American Indian O: All others 

L: Latino USD: Unified School District 

Elk Grove Unified School District (USD) has provided non-meat school lunch entrées for 
over 10 years. The district began offering these meals because the students requested 
non-meat choices. Some students prefer them for religious reasons, while others are 
vegetarians out of personal choice. Offering non-meat entrees is a way to provide more 
variety to students. (The secondary menu only shows the entrees, but students have 
the choice of a variety of fresh fruits and vegetables and non-fat or low-fat milk at all 
points of service.) 

Oakland USD just completed its second consecutive year of offering “Meatless 
Mondays” at all its schools. Administrators have chosen a “one day a week, cut out the 

http://www.dhcs.ca.gov/formsandpubs/publications/Pages/CaliforniaFoodGuide.aspx
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meat” plan over concern for health and environmental consequences of eating too much 
meat. Grilled cheese sandwiches, garden burgers, barbecued tofu and vegetables, 
bean burritos, vegetarian stir-fry, and pastas, all served with a variety of fruits and 
vegetables, are just a few of the meatless entrées featured on Mondays. The Oakland 
USD offers at least one meatless option during most days the rest of the week.  
 
San Diego USD administrators believe that healthy bodies make healthy minds. The 
district’s Food Services Department provides healthy meals daily to students, preparing 
them to learn and guiding them in the process of developing positive, lifelong eating 
habits. The San Diego USD serves more than 135,000 meals and snacks daily, and has 
served vegetarian meals regularly for nine years. Each day, students may choose a 
vegetarian entrée—one day it could be the “Three Bean Chili Tostada” and another day 
the “Spicy Black Bean Burger.” 
 
Yuba City USD has served a meatless entrée every day for the past eight years. The 
district began serving meatless meals to accommodate the area’s large vegetarian 
population but have found that all students enjoy the meatless entrees. The Student 
Nutrition Department considers it a worthwhile challenge, saying, “It is a lot of work to 
serve them every day, but the program is very successful.” 
 
 
V. Challenges to Providing Vegetarian School Meals 
 
The vegetarian choices in school meals come in spite of federal school lunch 
reimbursements that have not kept pace with increased food and labor costs. School 
nutrition directors identified the cost of vegetarian items as a significant barrier to 
making these choices available. Currently school nutrition programs receive $2.72 in 
federal meal reimbursement for each lunch served to students qualifying for free school 
meals. The SNA estimated the average cost to prepare a school lunch during the 
present school year at $2.92.12 Incorporating more whole grains and fruits and 
vegetables into meals often adds to the food and labor cost. For example, many front
line staff lack the proper handling and cutting skills for fresh produce. Offering more 
whole food items can also lead to increased equipment and storage costs as districts 
must readjust their systems for preparing and storing fresh food items. 
 
 
VI. Conclusions and Recommendations in a No Cost Environment 
 
This report and ACR 16 outline multiple health issues, such as obesity and type 2 
diabetes, facing schoolchildren that require action. National, state, and local efforts 
focus on improving children’s diets and building healthy school environments and 
communities. School districts in California provide healthier meals that feature more 

12 “Impact of Rising Food Prices on School Nutrition." School Nutrition Association, downloaded on July 
19, 2011. http://www.asfsa.org/Content.aspx?id=2398 (Outside Source). 

http://www.asfsa.org/Content.aspx?id=2398
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fresh fruits and vegetables and an increasing number of vegetarian/vegan lunches. 
Critical training for school nutrition personnel includes instruction on healthy food 
preparation, multicultural eating habits, and vegetarian diets. Students benefit from 
nutrition education online and in the cafeteria, classroom, and community. However, 
California needs to continue efforts to support the foundation established to promote 
children’s health. 

The CDE and the CDPH recommend the following actions that promote further 
implementation of ACR 16 and support healthy school environments: 

	 Continue to provide input to the USDA on proposed changes to menu planning 
requirements to promote greater flexibility to serve plant-centered protein 
options. 

	 Continue to support and recommend NSLP regulatory changes to provide 

additional funding for nutrition education and food service equipment and 

increased meal reimbursement. 


	 Initiate or support state-level policy that provides for increased meal 

reimbursement and nutrition education activities for school districts. 


	 Release a Management Bulletin on ACR 16 in the 2012 school year to all school 
districts, county offices of education, after school programs, and other relevant 
partners. The bulletin will include resources such as classes, webinars, Web 
sites, and technical assistance opportunities for providing vegetarian/vegan and 
cultural school meals. 

	 Provide additional training for state and school district staff on vegetarian meal 
requirements, creative menu planning, and resources to provide vegetarian 
lunches. 

	 Include additional information in professional development courses for school 
nutrition professionals, such as Nutrient Standard Menu Planning and Food-
based Menu Planning courses, on multicultural and vegetarian diets and 
planning vegetarian meals. 

	 Survey districts regarding the need for additional training on multicultural or 
vegetarian diets and providing vegetarian meals that meet program requirements. 

The CDE, the CDPH, and our partners look forward to continued collaboration on these 
and other recommended activities that will promote children’s health and healthy school 
environments with nutritious and creative meals for all students. 
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